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Gendered Communication
Among Second Generation Danish Americans
in the "Blair Church:" A Study in Progress
by John Mark Nielsen

I am not nor do I pretend to be an expert on gendered communication or feminist criticism. I have, however, used Carol Gilligan's In
A Different Voice and Deborah Tannen's You Just Don't Understand in
classes with good results.1 While students differ in their responses,
these works are accessible to many and have inspired good discussion about how gender may affect decision-making and impact the
way messages are sent and received. Additionally, I have found
writings by Peggy McIntosh, Carol Smith-Rosenberg, and Barbara
Welter helpful in exploring and thinking about the writings of
American women writers of the pre-Civil War era. 2 Barbara Welter's articulation of the attributes of "True Womanhood" for women
in the nineteenth century has been particularly useful. She describes
these attributes as the virtues of piety, purity, submissiveness and
domesticity. 3 Understanding how society emphasized these values
has been helpful in setting the scene for reading Margaret Fuller's
Women in the Nineteenth Century or exploring the characters of both
women and men in Harriet Beecher Stowe's novel, Uncle Tom's
Cabin.
While the focus of my teaching at Dana College is primarily
American literature and the occasional Scandinavian literature in
translation course, I have had access to the extensive letter collections of the Danish Immigrant Archive-Dana College. One in particular, the Hansen-Mengers Collection, contains over 14,000 letters
written between 1870 and 1970 with over 1000 letters from each
decade. Reading in these numerous collections has led me to speculate as to whether theories of gender communication might provide
a useful approach in examining immigrant letters and shed further
light on the processes of cultural and linguistic assimilation.
In my early reading of letters and diaries from the HansenMengers collection, I was struck by the open way in which young
women in the early twentieth century expressed their affection for
one another. Indeed, the kind of affectionate declarations made in
the salutations and closings of letters and the descriptions of young
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college women sleeping with one another were disturbing to some
descendants of the Hansen-Mengers family, who were fearful that
comments such as these might reflect or be misunderstood to suggest unacceptable sexual behaviors. This naturally led some members of the family to be hesitant both about preserving the letters or
opening them up for wider access and study. Without a larger context, such fear of misunderstandings might be justified. Scholarship
focusing on women's issues has, however, offered important insights that provide a context for understanding such communications while suggesting the importance of preserving such documents.
In an important essay, "The Female World of Love and Ritual:
Relations between Women in Nineteenth-Century America," Carol
Smith-Rosenberg reports on her study of the letters and diaries of
thirty-five American families written between the 1760's and 1880's.
Tracing the experiences of women from adolescence to old age,
Smith-Rosenberg offers a cultural or psychosocial interpretation of
women's emotional bonding, suggesting that the support women
offered one another arose out of the physical and psychological
traumas women faced in confronting marriage, pregnancy, childbirth, sickness, and death. Emotional and physical intimacy offered
support and preparation for confronting life experiences over which
individual women had little control. As one example of many illustrating the language of female intimacy, she cites a diary entry by
Sarah Foulke Emlen, who in 1808 writes: "I laid with my dear
R[ebecca] ~d glorious good talk we had until about 4[a. m.]- 0
how hard I do love her." 4 Such a declaration is similar to content in
the letters and diaries written by Danish immigrant women but not
in those written by men.
Moreover, as I read in the Hansen-Mengers Collection, the different ways men and women refer to or call upon God impressed
me. References to seeking divine help and understanding can be
found in the writing of both genders, but women tend to do so at
times of relational crises and with a greater emotional intensity.
Since many of the correspondents in the Hansen-Mengers collection
shared membership in the same religious denomination, differences
in expressions might again reflect the different roles these women
and men had been acculturated to play both in church and society.
Finally, declarations or appeals are naturally different depending on
the audience and whether they are written in letter or diary.
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A cursory survey of letters found in works by Theodore Blegen,
H. Arnold Barton, and Solveig Zempel confirms these impressions
of the different ways men and women have been acculturated to
communicate, patterns which echo the broad patterns of gender
communication identified by Gilligan, Tannen, Smith-Rosenberg
and others.5 Men's letters tend to reflect concerns about status, employment opportunities, and hierarchy. Women's writing tends to
emphasize establishing and maintaining familial relationships and
female friend~hips. When Scandinavian immigrants write about
religious matters, men have a tendency to focus on doctrinal issues
and to discuss how these issues might affect church politics.
Women, however, tend towards integrating belief into their daily
lives or discussing how church politics might be affecting the lives
of members within congregations. The writings of Andreas Hjerpeland, Berta Serina Kingestad and Bergljot Anker Nilssen in Solveig
Zempel's book, In Their Own Words, underscore these impressions.6
Do these general impressions hold up to a more systematic examination of a limited set of letters written within the DanishAmerican immigrant community? Are there differences in what
women and men write about, and do they reflect observed gender
communication patterns? How might the content of these letters
reveal the challenges women faced in a clearly patriarchal world?
Does the language used in the letters and diaries written by women
reveal the kind of intimacy that supports the writer and reader at
times of crises?
To discover answers to these questions, I have selected from the
Hansen Mengers Collection ninety-seven letters and two diaries by
second generation Danish-Americans, written between 1914 and
1922. The selection is unusual in that the seventy-one letters are by
six women who all knew one another and who are writing to a seventh woman, Agatha Mengers, who kept the diaries to which I also
had access.7 She begins her first diary on January 7, 1918, four days
after Arnold Andersen of Albert Lea, Minnesota, had broken off
their engagement. Her diary writing continues through a second
one that ends shortly after her marriage on March 30, 1921, to
Laurits Christian Hansen, whom she refers to as "Chris." 8 In her
diaries, one observes how she responds to events and individuals
described in the letters while at the same time she works through
her own emotional responses to the break-up of her first engagement, the length of her second engagement and the initial adjustments to married life. The last entry is from May 6, 1921, five weeks
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after her wedding. Finally, twenty-six of the letters are by L. C. or
"Chris" Hansen, the man she was to marry. These letters are to his
older brother, Hans Peter Hansen, who farmed near Weston, Iowa,
just east of Council Bluffs, and span a period from the summer of
1914 to July 1921.
Agatha Mengers, the recipient of the letters and author of the
diaries, was born on December 2, 1896, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to Rev. C. C. and Dorthea (Henriksen) Mengers. Her father,
who in 1887 had emigrated from
Fredericia, Denmark, was a pastor
in Den forenede danske evangeliske
lutherske Kirke i Amerika (The United
Danish
Evangelical
Lutheran
Church in America, hereafter referred to as the "Blair Church"), the
more pietistic of the two Danish
Lutheran churches in the United
States. The other, known as the
"Danish Church," had its headquarters at its seminary and college in
Des Moines, Iowa.
Because
Agatha's father was a pastor, the
family moved often, serving parishes in Pennsylvania, New Jersey,
Iowa, Wisconsin, and Illinois dur- Agatha and Marcus' Wedding
ing the years she was a child. In
1911, when Agatha was fifteen, her father accepted a call to several
parishes on the Montana-North Dakota border. It was from here
that Agatha came as a student in 1916 to Blair, Nebraska, the community in which was located the headquarters of the "United" or
"Blair Church," as well as its institutions of higher education, Trinity Seminary and Dana College. Here, she met her first fiance, Arnold Andersen, and here too she met "Chris" who was a student at
Trinity Seminary. Agatha completed the music curriculum in 1918
and the academic courses in 1919, after which she returned to North
Dakota where she taught school. In the fall of 1920, she moved with
her parents to Webster Groves, Missouri, when her father accepted
a call there, and it was here that she and Chris were married. From
the summer of 1919, when they were engaged, until March, 1921,
when they married, she and Chris carried on their relationship
through letters and infrequent visits. (While numerous other letters
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exist, those from this courtship have not been located.) The separation and the longing for Chris to reach a position where he believes
they can afford to marry become an important part of the diaries.
While Agatha's parents were associated with the church, Chris's
parents had been farm workers on the island of Lolland, Denmark.
It was here that he was born on November 6, 1883. In the summer
of 1884, his parents immigrated to Iowa, settling in rural Pottawattamie County. Until he began his studies at Dana College in 1911 at
the age of 27, Chris worked on farms. During the summers between
1911 and 1919, when he completed course work at Trinity Seminary,
he worked on farms or for construction crews. Because he was uncertain that he had been called to the ministry, he continued working at a variety of jobs until he finally decided to complete additional seminary work at the Lutheran Seminary in ·Maywood, Illinois, in the fall of 1920. Only after he had received a call to his first
parish did he feel that he and Agatha could be married. This delay
and his uncertainty over entering the ministry caused anxiety for
Agatha, and she writes often about this in her second diary.
The six women who correspond with Agatha Mengers share
certain commonalties. All were members of the "Blair Church."
Three of the women who corresponded with Agatha were also students at Dana College with her. Mary Hansen, from rural Elk
Hom/Kimballton, Iowa, was her roommate. 9 Ella Petersen, from
Northfield, Minnesota, completed the music course of study at the
same time as Agatha, and the two of them gave their final recital
together. 10 Vita Kjoller was also Agatha's classmate.1 1 Vita's father,
like Agatha's, was a minister in the "Blair Church," and so they both
had shared the experiences of often moving in their childhood. In
one case, the Kjoller family had even followed the Menger's family
to a congregation. Interestingly, all three were to marry men who
became pastors in the "Blair Church." The other three women were
from Blair and were members of First Lutheran Church, where most
Dana students worshiped. Dema Svendsen Sorensen, who in later
letters refers to herself as Agatha's "Blair Momma," was a trusted
mentor and foster mother, filling the role of Agatha's mother. 12 Her
daughter, Esther, grew close to Agatha when for a time she dated
Agatha's brother, Ethan, who was also a student at Dana College.13
The last correspondent was Agnete Hansen; her mother had died
when she was three years old of an ectopic pregnancy, and her father was the Synodical Treasure of the "Blair Church." 14 Agnete's
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relationship with Agatha is almost one of a younger sister writing to
an older sister.
A careful correlation of the salutations and closings with the
content of the letters suggests, not surprisingly, that these can be
important indicators of evolving relationships and suggest the relative intimacy of particular relationships. The writings of three of
these women are especially noteworthy as they represent different
age groups and illustrate evolving expressions of emotional closeness. In letters written over the holidays and summer vacation,
Mary Hansen, who was Agatha's roommate through the spring of
1919, opens her letters "My dearest little sweetheart, - God's Peace"
and refers to Agatha as "my wife." 15 These letters are signed, "Your
loving as ever hubby or "Your loving hubby." 16 Mary Hansen uses
this closing in a letter, dated August 29, 1919, in which she congratulates Agatha on receiving a "band ring" from Chris. Writing to
Agatha a month later, Mary addresses her as "My darling little
girl," and then goes on to ask her when she and Chris will be married. The future is placed in a spiritual context reflective of their
backgrounds, as she writes, "We cannot plan our future but must
put all in God's hand and He will lead us as He has done so far." 17
As the engagement stretches on, Mary writes to inquire as to Chris
and Agatha's plans, and particularly whether or not Chris intends to
be ordained. Here she signs the letter, "Your old hubby." 18 With
the passing of time, the two women are separated, and a natural
change occurs. In later letters, she simply closes her letters with
"Much love from Mary." Such a pattern suggests the intimacy of
two young women, away from parents for the first time and perhaps viewing their rooming together in the light of making a home
together for a time. Each of them may have also been modeling expressions of affection, as a way of acknowledging their changed
situation in college and anticipating future changes that marriage
would bring.
Another relational pattern occurs in Dema Sorensen's letters to
Agatha as she clearly becomes a surrogate mother and trusted older
female confidant. Her letters reflect not only a growing closeness
but also illustrate a pattern in the way some second generation,
Danish-American women use the Danish language to express particular intimacy. Dema and her husband, P. C. Sorensen, played an
important role for many Dana students, inviting them to their home
and sharing in fellowship at First Lutheran Church, where both
were active members. Dema also knew Agatha's parents and seems
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to have had a good relationship particularly with Agatha's mother,
Dorthea. Despite the fact that both Agatha and Dema lived in Blair,
there are numerous letters between them suggesting a pattern of
letter writing within communities, before the advent of the telephone, when twice a day mail delivery was the norm. While content often focuses on such household tasks as food preparation and
sewing, Dema also inquires about relationships. Agatha became a
close friend with a number of young women in Blair, including
Dema's daughter, Esther. In a letter dated February 22, 1916, Dema
specifically mentions the bad influence that sixteen-year old Agnete
Hansen (one of the correspondents mentioned above) has on the
teenagers in the congregation, including Dema's daughter, Esther. 19
In this letter, Dema appeals to the role of "mother" and "Christian
behavior". She closes, "I suppose you are wondering why I am
pouring all this into you for, well my dear it is really a shame, but it
is for one reason, that if you would please try to coax her [Esther] to
do what is right, I would be so thankfull. I do hope you do not get
'sore' at me for writing this. Oh! Please do not for I love you dearly,
and I am so glad ever[y] time you girls come down, and we can
have a little chat." This letter, like other early letters, is simply addressed, "Dear Agatha," and signed "Very sincerely, Mrs. P. C.
Sorensen." As the relationship evolves through 1917 and early 1918,
the salutations become "Dearest Agatha" or "My dear Agatha," but
she continues to sign her letters "Mrs. P. C. Sorensen."
A crisis, however, arose in their relationship during the spring
of 1918. Ethan Mengers, Agatha's brother, had led the Sorensen
family to believe that he had special feelings for Esther. When he
broke off this relationship, not only Esther, but also her mother and
father were deeply hurt. This led to tensions between Agatha and
Dema that were not fully resolved until Agatha wrote her in July
1918. In this letter, Agatha clearly must have apologized for her
behavior and any part she may have had in tensions after the break
up. Dema opens her response to this letter with "My Dear Little
'Gatha' Girl,' a salutation reflecting a profound change in their relationship. She follows this with an explanation and affectionate declaration in Danish. Such a shift in language at this point is reflective
of a pattern in which intimacy by second generation DanishAmericans is reinforced through the use of Danish. "Ja, jeg skulde
nok pent sige Agatha, men, du er nu min egen lille 'Gatha!'" (Yes, I
should of course say nicely, Agatha, but now you are my own little
"Gatha!") The focus on "now" and "my own" emphasizes a change
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that is further reinforced in the closing. "I love you dear and have
been glad to do for you what I did. Love from us all. Most from
your Blair Momma." From this point onward, Dema refers to herself as Agatha's "Blair Momma" or abbreviates it as "B. M." Even in
1922, a year after Agatha is married and just after she has given
birth to her first child, Dema addresses her as, "My Own Dear
Agatha Girlie" and closes, "With love, B. M." 20
The clearest example of Dema's use of salutation and closing
and the Danish language to express her affection for Agatha comes
in a letter dated March 6, 1921, when she learns that Agatha is to be
married.21 Addressing Agatha as "My Dearest Agatha Girl," she
goes on to mention the wonderful visits that she has had with young
women who are students at Dana College, among them Mary Hansen. She then shifts between English and Danish to underscore her
feelings of intimacy. "Men <let er ikke min egen Gata, og vi kan ikke
tale saa Fortrolig med hinandre, som vi gjorde, dig og mig." (But it
isn't my own Agatha, and we can't speak so intimately with each
other as we do, you and I) And then she goes on in English, "Oh,
how I would like to live that time over again, in reality, I do it so
often in my thoughts." After indicating in English that Mary had
already told her about the wedding plans in advance of Agatha's
letter, she shifts to Danish. "Men jeg kan nu slet ikke faa <let i mit
Hoved, at du nu skal varen en lille Kone, du er blot en lille Pige, der
plejer og komme saa stille herind til mig og lcegge dine Arme om
mig og sige saa krerlig, 'How are you Mama.' Oh, I was so happy to
look into your smiling face." (But I can't now get it into my head,
that you are to become a little wife, you are still only a little girl,
who is accustomed to coming so quietly in to me and putting your
arms around me and saying so sweetly, 'How are you Momma,')
She signs the letter, "Best wishes from your loving B. Momma."
The youngest of the correspondents is Agnete Hansen. Four
years younger than Agatha, Agnete is sixteen and attending Blair
High School when the correspondence begins. Her letters, written
in a lively, sometimes melodramatic, often irreverent tone, describe
various members of the community. If she mentions the church, the
focus is on her or her social activities at the church. Interestingly,
much later, after she was married to Alan Andersen, who was her
high school sweetheart and the son of A.M. Andersen, the founder
of Dana College and Trinity Seminary, she and her husband became
Unitarians. Among these letter writers this represented the only
departure in terms of denominational affiliation. Finally, Agnete
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uses both Danish and German from time to time, but it is clearly
done in a mocking tone, reflecting an attitude that those who continue to use these languages are clearly out of step with the times.
This suggests a pattern of younger second-generation immigrants
rejecting the identities of their immigrant parents.
The following example from Agnete's correspondence with
Agatha typifies her tone and voice. It is also interesting as it references both Dema Sorensen and her daughter, Esther, at a time prior
to Esther and Ethan's relationship.

On Saturday evening, Esther's country geekie bean
took us to Arlington and gave us a Sunday on a
Saturday. When I- first learned we were going I felt
but little joy in the prospect thereof but when they
told me that I too was to sit in the front seat my joy
knew no bounds, as before I could only imagine
myself as a tiny speck in the back seat. The approaching dusk found me serenely and blissfully
enthroned upon the arm of the tin can seat casting
frequent stolen glances at the happy lovers and trying with might and mane to control the laughter
which frequently threatened to burst forth. When
we arrived home, I tried in vain to sleep as Esther
insisted on telling of "Bobbie dear" to such a degree
that it nearly drove me frantic. After much pleading on my part for silence, she finally subsided into
a restless tossing about, and I fell into a long postponed sleep only to be awakened by the violent
snoring of Mrs. Sorensen.22
Agnete's salutations reflect the tone of her letters. Greetings
range from "Darling Lady Love of Mine" and "My dear Madam" to
"Dearest Girl. 23 These letters are signed "Your Agnete who Loves
You" and in one case, after she has asked Agatha to "pray for me
hard cause I believe I am getting worse & worse," "As ever your
loving friend Jo Snodgrass." 24 Such references suggest a spirited
individual who acts in ways that challenge the social norms of her
older companions.
In contrast to the salutations and closings in the women's letters,
"Chris" Hansen's letter's to his brother begin simply, "Dear
Brother," and are signed, "Chris" with no other closing remark. The
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matter-of-fact tone is reflective of two males writing to one another,
and certainly of correspondence between two brothers. Only one
letter varies from this pattern; he signs a thank-you note to his
brother following his and Agatha's wedding, "Sincerely, Mr. and
Mrs. L. C. Hansen." 25 In the next letter, he returns again to the familiar, "Chris." One postcard exists from Chris to Agatha, written in
January 1920, midway in their courtship. The tone of this one card
suggests a reserve and hesitancy to commit emotion to writing. It is
addressed, "Dear Agatha," and signed, "With love, C. H." 26 This
hesitancy to express affection is an issue Agatha explores in her di-

ary.
Describing and discussing relationships with men and how to
respond to them, whether as husband; fiance, or boyfriend, is important in these letters and diaries. This is understandable given the
age of most of these women and the fact that several of them are
anticipating marriage. Two women provide Agatha with the perspective of marriage, Dema Sorensen as an older woman and
mother of teenage girls, and Ella Petersen, Agatha's classmate from
Northfield, Minnesota, who was married in the spring of 1918. Both
offered Agatha differing perspectives.
Since Dema Sorensen was married in 1898, she offered a longer
view of marriage. She was willing to share her experiences and observations with Agatha after they became more intimate. In a letter
to Agatha shortly after her twentieth wedding anniversary, she
states that she has "tried and tried hard for 20 years to understand
her husband" but to no avail. She concludes that he is a "peculiar
piece of humanity" whom she will never fully understand.27
Dema's belief that understanding is necessary becomes clear in a
letter she writes to Agatha in the summer of 1919, shortly after she
learns that Agatha and Chris have become engaged. Describing
Chris as a "good natured boy" and a "true Christian," she goes on
to write, "In after years will he be able to understand you there is
where it counts in married life to be able to understand, but not just
you understand him, but he must also be able to understand you." 28
These words affected Agatha deeply, and she refers to them twice in
her diary. Writing on February 18, 1920, shortly after receiving the
postcard from Chris referenced earlier, she refers to "Mrs. Sorensen," and then quotes what she remembers her saying, "I know that
he is a good man, but dear, does he understand you, I know you
understand him." 29 In the last entry to her diary, written five weeks
after her wedding, she gives voice to her frustration that Chris
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seems neither to recognize what she does, nor to be able to compliment her or express "a word of appreciation." Remembering Dema
Sorensen's concern regarding Chris' ability to understand her, she
writes, "Mamma and Mrs. Sorensen have better insight than I
would believe, but now it's too late."30
Ella Petersen, who married Otto Nielsen in Blair on April 18,
1918, wrote seven letters to Agatha from Northfield, Minnesota, between July 1918 and her death there on April 26, 1920 after giving
birth to their second child, a daughter who survived and who was
named after her. Shortly after Ella and Otto's marriage, Otto was
drafted and entered the army, sailing for France late in the summer
of 1918 and not returning until the summer of 1919. Ella gave birth
to their first child, a son, Otto, during her husband's absence. Her
letters describe what it means for her to be a wife and mother. She
writes in one, "It is nice to have a girlfriend, but even better to have
a husband." 31 After the birth of "little Otto," she bemoans the fact
that she has so many diapers to wash, but then goes on, "Just the
same, you are never happier than when you have a hubby and a
little baby. Someone to work for and live for." 32 After receiving this
letter from Ella, Agatha, who has been engaged to Chris for several
months, writes in her diary, anticipating having a child of her own.
A sweet little baby will smile at me, my very own, no mine and
Chrissie's."33 Over a year later, she and Chris are still not married.
This leads her to write in her diary lines that echo Ella's notion of
having some one to whom one can devote one's life and serve. "I
wish I had kept to my first plans. To become a nurse. To relieve the
suffering of others and thus relieve the ache in my own heart." 34
Such exchanges and entries suggest the support these women are
offering one another and echo Carol Smith-Rosenberg's psychosocial interpretation of such intimacy. It also reflects the virtues of
submissiveness and domesticity that Barbara Welter has referred to
as being important to nineteenth century women.
Agatha Menger's two diaries from January 7, 1918, to May 6,
1921, provide an intimate picture of a young woman processing her
own experiences and seeking to shape her own identity in relationship to loved ones around her. She uses her writing as way to speak
to herself and to respond to the experiences of others. The entries
cover a variety of subjects, but the clearest intent is to have a place
where she can set her own goals and describe her journey toward
achieving her goals. As mentioned above, the first diary was begun
at the time of the break up of her first engagement. This was clearly
11
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a traumatic time and the pages and pages of single spaced, tightly
written entries reflect Agatha pouring out her anger and frustration
at her fiance, Arnold Andersen. Always, however, she keeps before
her the need to aspire to a higher purpose. Throughout, her spiritual understanding and her religious upbringing are a support, underscoring Barbara Welter's position that for women at this time,
piety and religion were the source of their strength.35
In the first entry of her diary, after painfully describing the
break up on January 3, 1918, she makes five resolutions that reflect
her attempt to empower herself during a time when she feels so
powerless. Her resolutions are (1) Pray to God; (2) Act like a lady
with character and backbone; (3) Be natural around him [Arnold];
(4) Get my lessons and not be a weakling who cannot do anything;
and (5) Keep to these resolutions." She closes, "God give me the
strength to do so." 36 Two weeks later she writes: "Nothing is noble,
nothing true on heaven or earth but God no one else." 37 By the end
of February, after working through much of the pain, she continues
with firmness and resolution: "I must have my 'ideal' and I must live
for it, or try to become like it I must make a woman of myself." 38
The diary has served its initial purpose of being a place for
Agatha to express herself, and she makes only one entry in it until
November 1918. At this point, she writes at some length about the
end of World War I and the fact that she has lost several friends
from the Spanish Influenza epidemic. It is not until January, 1919,
that she again writes extensively in her diary. At this point she begins to describe her growing relationship with Chris, who was to
propose marriage later that spring. Characteristically, however, she
writes, "Is it not strange dear day book, when I am lonely & feel oppressed I always seek you." 39 She goes on in this entry to make a
perceptive comment that reflects both their age difference and suggests some of the emotional tensions to come: "It makes me feel
kind of funny, but I can't talk to him, I don't know why, it's as if it's
impossible for me to do so. I believe it will take years before I will
get acquainted truly with him."
As the relationship intensifies, the nature of the entries changes.
The diary becomes a place where Agatha can explore conflicting
feelings. Here she can give voice to her uncertainties about her relations with Chris, uncertainties that reflect tensions in gender roles.
Early in the spring she writes that a friend "said one must respect
and look up to the man one intends to marry or one does not love
him." 40 Later, after they are engaged and she has received a "band

59

ring" from Chris (the same ring alluded to earlier in one of Mary
Hansen's letters), she confesses "one desire I have had is a nice
ring." This leads her to reflect further in an overt statement about
the role of women. "I wonder if I always have to give in. It's a
woman's place, but can I? Can I do that? He is good, he is true, I
am not worthy of him. And I do love him."41
The expressions of intimacy that are found in the letters to
Agatha and her own explorations of character that she makes in her
diaries are not overtly present in Chris Hansen's letters to his
brother, H.P. or "Pete." Again, given the sibling relationship, this is
not surprising. It is also not surprising since, according to Carol
Gilligan in her study In A Different Voice, such declarations or discussions are not characteristic of male patterns of cornrnunication.42
The content of Chris Hansen's letters to his brother during this
period focuses on practical issues. Two major themes are present;
the first is related to describing various jobs at which he is working
and where he is so that he can receive letters. The second relates to
practical issues such as requesting that he be sent items from home
or informing his brother when he intends to return for visits. On
several occasions, he expresses concern for the health of their
mother, who lives with his brother, and always he asks Pete to relay
his greetings to his mother, but this is the extent of focus on the personal. Concern is voiced through questions about farm work,
weather, and crop conditions. If Chris should require Pete to do
something, such as picking up a suit he had been unable to pick up
or sending him a suitcase he had forgotten, it is always qualified by
the hope that it will not impose on Pete's work around the farm. 43
Ironically, though Chris is preparing for the ministry, he does not
discuss in these letters his religious studies or his spiritual convictions, nor does he call upon divine help. This is a striking difference
from the women's letters to Agatha or her entries in her diary.
Expressions of affection or loneliness are rare, and when they
are made, they are done so in a dry humor. At one point in the
spring of 1915, while he is doing class work, he wrote: "This
weather gives a fellow the hay fever or what ever you may call it. It
would seem kind of fun to get out and lay hold of the plough handles."44 In the summer of 1917, while working on a farm in South
Dakota, Chris writes that before going back to Dana, "we shall
probably walk out to the Black Hills and have coffee with the Indians and churn a bit with the I. W. W. (the Industrial Workers of the
World)." 45 His most poignant expression of loneliness comes
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shortly after his marriage to Agatha, when they are living and serving a parish in Chicago. After receiving a letter from their sister
Ellen, he writes Pete, instructing him to "tell Ellie it was interesting
to hear the news from home; even if it would be no more than the
tale of a run away cat or a glass eyed dog that saw a nightmare, it
would be welcome news as one can get the lonesome or homesick
feeling in the midst of millions." 46
After examining these letters and diaries by second generation
Danish-Americans, several conclusions are clear: (1) The content of
these letters and diaries reflect broad patterns of gender communication particularly regarding female intimacy noted in other studies
of nineteenth century letter and diary writing by American women;
(2) While the broad patterns are similar, individual writers exhibit a
range of expression reflecting individual circumstances of age and
character; (3) Salutations and closings between women are clear indicators, reflecting overt declarations of intimacy appropriate and
acceptable between women but not between men; (4) As a part of
their relationship, these women felt empowered to share their need
for spiritual support and these expressions can be another indicator
of their need for intimacy when faced with problems or challenges
beyond their control.
Questions of course remain if one is to view these letters and
diary entries as indicators of assimilation. These questions include
the following: (1) Since all the writings were essentially by second
generation Danish Americans, would letters written at this time by
Danish men and women or by first generation Danish Americans
reveal similar patterns of gender communication? (2) Would the
letters and diaries of young Danish women of the period reveal a
similar emphasis on religion, marriage, children, and family life? (3)
Would salutations and closings in letters written by Danish women
of the period reveal a similar language of intimacy, or can they be
viewed as stylistic indicators of cultural assimilation? Answers to
these questions await further study.
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Agatha Mengers Hansen and her husband, Laurits Christian (L.
C.) Hansen, were responsible for preserving the letters and diaries
of her parents and their extended families. After her death on 12
April 1983 in Blair, Nebraska, their children donated the collection
to the Danish Immigrant Archive-Dana College. The following diaries are still in the hands of the family, but I received permission
from Sarah Hansen Walter to read and cite from them. The descriptions of the diaries are as follows: First Diary: 4"x7" "Student's Note
Book, No. 30," 80 pages; writing is on both front and back of pages
for a total of 160 pages. First entry: 7 January 1918. Last entry: 3
January 1920. Second Diary: 8½" x 11" college ruled notebook, only
partially filled; 13 pages written on both front and back for a total of
26 pages. First entry: 4 January 1920. Last entry: 6 May 1921.
8 Laurits Christian (Rev. L. C.) Hansen died in Blair, Nebraska, on 14
April 1965. The texts of letters written by him are as follows:
twenty-six letters written to his brother, Hans Peter "H.P." Hansen
of Weston, Iowa, between 31 July 1914 and 15 July 1921 and one
postcard to his fiancee, Agatha Mengers, dated 21 January 1920.
9 Mary Hansen was born in rural Audubon County, Iowa, on 23
November 1902, to Anton and Inger Hansen. On 8 June 1926, she
married Chris Justesen, a pastor in the United Danish Evangelical
Lutheran Church (later the UELC), in Elk Hom, Iowa. Eleven of her
letters to Agatha Mengers, written between 12 December 1918 and 8
April 1920, were used in this study.
10 Ella Petersen, daughter of Simon and Mary Petersen of Northfield,
Minnesota, was married 11 April 1918, in Blair, Nebraska, to Otto
Nielsen, who also became a minister in the UELC. Ella ,died in
Northfield on 26 April 1920, while giving birth to their second child.
Nine of her letters to Agatha Mengers, written between 10 July 1918
and 18 December 1919, were used in this study.
11 Vita Kjoller was born in Blair, Nebraska, on 8 November 1896, to
Reverend L. H. (Laurits Herman) and Hulda Josefine (nee Petersen)
Kjoller. On 15 June 1922, she married Einar Romer, who also became a minister in the UELC. Nine letters written to Agatha
Mengers between 23 June 1916 and 1 April 1920, were used in this
study.
12 Dema Svendsen was born in Staplehurst, Nebraska, to Danish
immigrant parents. She was married in 1898 to P. C. Sorensen. After living a time in Seward County, Nebraska, where their first
daughter, Esther, was born, they moved to Blair, Nebraska. Here P.
C. owned and operated a grain elevator and later served on the
Blair City Council. Eighteen of Dema's letters to Agatha, written
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between 22 April 1916 and 13 February 1922, were used in the
study.
13 Esther Sorensen was born in rural Seward County, Nebraska, on
22 March 1900, to Dema and P. C. Sorensen. On 24 May 1922, she
married Martin Kuhr, Sr., who, like his father-in-law, operated a
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in Blair. Seven letters written to Agatha Mengers between 1 July
1917 and 12 May 1920, were used in the study.
14 Agnete Hansen was born to Emilie and H.J. (Hans) Hansen in
1900. Her father, who served as Synodical Treasurer for the UELC,
was born in Vilbjerg, Jutland, Denmark, and emigrated 12 April
1892. Her mother, Emilie, was born in Council Bluffs, Iowa, in 1875,
and moved with her parents to a farm near Orum, Nebraska, just
west of Blair. She and H.J. were married in 1899. She died in 1903
of an ectopic pregnancy while carrying their second child. H . J.
married Emilie's older sister, Karen, in 1908. After their marriage,
they traveled to Denmark, taking Agnete with them. A daughter,
Viola, was born of this marriage. Agnete later married Allen Andersen, the son of A. M. Andersen, the founder of Trinity Seminary,
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